1 ABC 65 no. 6, Selby of Wazerawa to Fiske, 7-4-1859. The letter was originally written in the Neo-Aramaic dialect of Urmia (Iran) and was translated into English by Fidelia Fiske, the missionary who received the letter, in connection with the publication of the letter in Woman and her Saviour by T. Laurie (Boston: Gould and Lincoln, 1863), a book dedicated to Fiske and her work in Iran. For the purpose of this edition, parts of the letters in the ABC collection (see n. 5) were crossed out by a single line, usually making the text run more smoothly. I have retained the crossed-out text between square brackets, because I assume that it more closely reflects the Neo-Aramaic original.
Quotations from nineteenth-century texts (both published and unpublished) are given in the original spelling. Note the deviant interpunction and considerable variation in the spelling of proper names.
station with the express object of setting up the work of women's education among the Assyrians. She succeeded in establishing a popular girls' boarding school in Urmia (the "Female Seminary"), which became renowned not only for its comparatively high standard of learning, but even more so for the high rate of conversion among its pupils.2 2
The "Nestorian Mission" owed its name to the people among which the work was primarily executed: the Nestorians of northwestern Iran, or the Assyrians as they are called today. The continuous presence of their church, the Church of the East, is attested in the region from the late second century onwards. In the nineteenth century as much as in the twentieth and twentyfirst centuries, missionary work among Christians of another tradition raised the issue of proselytism. Well aware of the sensitivities surrounding such missionary work, the missionaries of the American Board were nonetheless convinced that their activities should not be seen as proselytism. It was their earnest intention to work for a reform of the Church of the East, not for its dissolution into a Protestant body. Somewhat naively, they did not foresee that their evangelical understanding of conversion, together with their emphasis on lay education and participation, would inevitably lead to a separate Protestant Church. , whereas Porterfield places Fiske in the context of Mount Holyoke, but in a separate chapter also attempts to analyse Fiske's contribution in psychological and sociologial terms. She suggests, among other things, that Fiske's work among the Assyrian women constituted the overriding factor in destabilising the relations between the Assyrian and Muslim communities of the region in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I find this difficult to accept, both in view of the fact that Assyrian-Muslim , relationships are known to have been tense well before the arrival of American missionaries, in particular in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and because of the fact that the influence of missionary work on Assyrian men is disregarded. One must assume, however, that the influence of the American missionaries on the Assyrian community as a whole contributed significantly to a further deterioration of the relationships between Assyrians and Muslims.
